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s         ir Lucian Grainge 
is the first Englishman operating a global music 
company based in the U.S. to ever get it right. And 
when, in 2011, he came to ultimate power, taking 
control of the biggest music group in the world, the 
business was in decline. His willingness to take risks 
and draw on his decades of music-business experi-
ence and combined with his great instincts encour-
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aged him to bet on the future and lead 
rights holders into the new streaming 
revolution. He moved forward swiftly 
to make deals with Spotify, Apple, 
YouTube, Amazon and Facebook. As a 
result of Grainge’s wager, his Universal 
Music Group has become more domi-
nant than ever: At presstime, UMG had 
38.1% in overall U.S. marketshare and 
39.2% in streaming share, while snag-
ging well over half of the Top 50 albums 
and Top 50 streaming tracks, more than 
double the share of its closest competitor 

in each metric.
The second half of 2018 promises to 

be huge for UMG, following parent com-
pany Vivendi’s decision to sell up to 50% 
of the company to a strategic partner to 
be determined, with the process begin-
ning this fall. Grainge will be making the 
key decisions in this all-important matter, 
including the ultimate one—the choosing 
of said strategic partner. Who will line up 
to bid on a chunk of the dominant music 
group, and which of the suitors will Sir 
Lucian choose? Those are shaping up as 

the most intriguing questions of the year. 
 “He’s the great hope for the music 

business,” Irving Azoff accurately pre-
dicted in a 2014 L.A. Times profile 
of Lucian Grainge. “He started as a 
songplugger and a publishing guy. He 
understands the entire worldwide record 
business. And he gets technology. He 
understands that’s the future of the busi-
ness.” With the deep-seated affection of 
a fellow record man, Doug Morris said 
of his onetime colleague and subsequent 
rival, “He is so deceptive, with that little 
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kind face and those little glasses. Behind 
them, he is actually a killer shark.” Bob 
Geldof put his assessment even more 
bluntly when he stated, “He’s a ruthless 
fucker—but he’s got good ears.”

Grainge’s achievements are many, but 
he’ll go down in the books for pulling 
off the Steal of the Century, acquiring 
EMI’s recorded-music assets in 2012 for 
the bargain-basement price of $1.9 bil-
lion. That investment has paid off many 
times over as a central component in the 
rise of UMG’s market value to north of 
$40 billion.

Even more crucially, Sir Lucian, as 
he’s now formally addressed, having 
been knighted by Prince William in 
November 2016 for his accomplish-
ments in the business, has been a key 
matchmaker in the courtship and mar-
riage of music and tech. “A dozen entre-
preneurs in the tech space—they’d be 
like Irish coffee,” he analogized early on 
for the benefit of the uninitiated. “The 
cream would hit the whiskey and the 
coffee really nicely. Technology and tal-
ent: That’s what I’m trying to do: merge 
talent and technology.”

And that he has accomplished, 
leading an industrywide crusade for 
premium streaming across every viable 
platform, helping to reverse a decade 
and a half of contraction, revitalizing 
and restoring optimism to a moribund 
industry. “In 2017, our efforts really 
began to pay off,” Grainge said with 
undisguised pride. “The dramatic world-
wide increase in streaming has been the 
single most important catalyst in return-
ing UMG—and the music industry at 
large—to growth. In part, that’s why we 
posted our best financial performance in 
15 years by many metrics. How did we 
do it? We started, of course, with great 
music. That’s where it all begins.”

And that’s precisely what his mis-
sion statement has been from the 
beginning. By prioritizing A&R—opti-
mizing existing talent while developing 
new career artists—Grainge has kept 
the focus on any music company’s 
most important asset.

  What’s more, this forward-thinking 
traditionalist has been ahead of the 
curve in championing gender equal-
ity, greenlighting deserving women for 
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key roles at Universal, helping bring 
together an industry-leading group of 
top executives that includes corporate 
EVP Michele Anthony, UMPG CEO 
Jody Gerson, CMG EVP/COO Michelle 
Jubelirer, Motown President Ethiopia 
Habtemariam, Caroline President 
Jacqueline Saturn, Republic EVP/Head 
of Urban A&R Wendy Goldstein, IGA 
President of Promotion Brenda Romano, 
UMG Nashville President Cindy Mabe, 
UMG EVP of Sales Candace Berry and 
recent arrival Celine Joshua, UMG’s GM, 
Commercial, Content and Artist Strategy. 
These moves were practical as well as 
philosophical. “Lucian chooses his execu-
tives without regard to anything but tal-
ent,” Azoff noted with admiration. 

“All of us know that people who 
choose to spend their lives in the music 
business are special, they’re unique and 
they might be a little bit crazy,” Grainge 
recently acknowledged. “Because for us, 
this isn’t simply a job, it’s a mission—a 
mission motivated by our love of music.” 
Grainge has been walking like he talks it 
throughout his four-decade career, pursu-
ing his life’s mission with zeal and a card 
shark’s willingness to take risks. “He has 
an instinctive ability to go for the jugular 
and to pounce when the opportunity is 
just right,” a longtime colleague marveled.

G
rainge was raised in north 
London, the son of a 
TV-and-radio-store owner 
that also conveniently sold 
records, and the younger 
brother of Nigel Grainge, 
who’d formed Ensign 
Records in 1976, when 
Lucian was 16. Music was 
in the youngster’s blood, 
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so much so that he began looking for 
opportunities in the business while still 
attending Queen Elizabeth’s Grammar 
School for Boys. After snagging an entry-
level job as a runner for talent agency 
MPC, the teenager—whose taste was 
being shaped by his love of The Clash 
and The Sex Pistols—began looking for 
an opening in the big leagues. 

  Grainge’s longstanding reputation as 
a tough customer may well be rooted in 
the profound influence of his first men-
tor, Maurice Oberstein, who was known 
throughout the U.K. music business as 
Obie. Lucian had begun cold-calling label 
heads, whose names and numbers he’d 
pulled from the Music Week directory, 
and Oberstein, then the Chairman of 
CBS Records U.K., had been the first to 
take his call. 

Obie surprised the youngster by giv-
ing him a job in the A&R department of 
April Music, and Lucian soon showed 
his acumen by walking out of his college-
entrance exam in order to sign The 
Psychedelic Furs to a publishing deal, 
reportedly pocketing 400 quid for his 
trouble. In 1984, two years after moving 
over to RCA Music Publishing, Obie—
who had by then become the MD of 
PolyGram—re-entered his life, giving him 
a job as A&R Director and subsequently 
tasking the rapidly rising Grainge with 
setting up PolyGram Music Publishing.

“I felt comfortable and normal around 
musicians and artists and managers,” 
Grainge recalled in 2005. “I liked the 
social scene and loved the music. I was 
absolutely obsessed with it.” “When 
you’re in this business, and particularly 

when you’ve been in this business 
since you were 18 like I have, there’s 
no difference between the personal 
and business.” 

But it wasn’t just the opportunities 
Obie had provided Grainge with that 
shaped the latter’s business approach 
but also his mentor’s colorful personal 
style. Obie, who often brought his 
dog to business meetings, amused 
some and alarmed others by pretend-
ing to seek Fido’s counsel. Better yet 
was his approach to solving disputes: 
He’d place his ever-present hat on the 
desk, abruptly leave the office and 
on his way out, dismissively state, 
“Talk to the hat.” Years later, the 
story goes, Grainge pulled a similar 
stunt when, walking into a conference 
room for an internal staff meeting, 

With Scott Borchetta and Taylor Swift

81



82

and has applied it with surgical precision.
During the ensuing seven and a half 

years, Grainge has been diligently remak-
ing the company according to a clearly 
defined set of priorities, starting with 
the building of a strong and aggressive 
A&R force dedicated to attracting and 
developing top talent. When EMI went 
on the block just nine months into his 
reign, Grainge saw an opportunity to 
exponentially increase UMG’s cache 
of frontline talent while also substan-
tially enriching its catalog holdings (The 
Beatles! Sinatra! The Beach Boys!), and 
though he wound up having to give up 
more than he would have liked—notably 
Coldplay—the respected English veteran 

he switched off the lights and explained 
to the startled attendees, “This is what it 
looks like when you don’t have any hit 
records.” Somewhere, Obie was smiling 
in satisfaction.

After getting PolyGram’s pubco up 
and running, Grainge continued his 
rapid climb up the corporate ladder, add-
ing business affairs to his A&R-centric 
oversight as Polydor’s GM in 1993 and 
rising to the label’s Managing Director 
of Polydor four years later. He was a 
natural, never losing sight of his primary 
focus as he raced up the corporate ladder. 
“I understand songs,” he explained. “It’s 
very, very difficult to define. I can definite-
ly smell it. I can feel it in my fingertips.”

Morris subsequently recognized 
Grainge as a fellow big-stakes winner 
while the latter was running Universal’s 
international operations, playing a 
key role on Morris’ executive team. 
Vivendi CEO Jean-Bernard Lévy was 
likewise impressed with Grainge’s acu-
men, managerial abilities and aggressive 
decision-making, so much so that Lévy 
handpicked him to succeed Morris as 
Chairman/CEO of UMG. To say that 
Grainge hit the ground running when he 
became the sole ruler at the beginning of 
2011 would be a gross understatement. 
He brought his global view of the music 
business, formulated during his six years 
at UMG International, to his new job 
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scored a historic, landscape-shifting vic-
tory when the EU formally approved 
the deal that September.

Just days after the deal closed, 
Grainge explained the reasoning behind 
another bold decision: moving UMG 
headquarters to L.A. “You have to 
remember that Universal over the last 
15 years was a coming together of the 
old PolyGram and MCA structures,” he 
began, taking a quick jog down mem-
ory lane. “The music publishing busi-
ness was always globally L.A. All of 
our administration, sales, key accounts, 
business affairs, legal, distribution, all 
were West Coast-based. And I [also] 
saw as the business was evolving how 
important the future of technology is…
so I wanted to be 45 minutes away 
from all of this. And in terms of our 
cost savings and our synergies, our 
requirements are to globalize UMG. 
We historically had three structures: 
London, New York and L.A., and now 
we have one. So we’re leaner, we’re flat-
ter, we’re more efficient, we’re better 
disciplined and we have a real global 
outlook. I’m very proud of that.”

The jewels in the crown of the 
EMI acquisition were Virgin, EMI 
Records and Parlophone, and Grainge 
turned to Steve Barnett to lead and 
retool the U.S. team of the combined 
labels, rebranded under the nameplate 
Capitol Music Group. A fellow Brit, 
Barnett had accrued most of his label 
experience in the U.S. As Grainge had 
expected, Barnett has cannily and fit-
tingly combined the strongest aspects 
of British and American operational 
principles, transforming what had 
been a battered and mismanaged oper-
ation into a highly competitive, state-
of-the-art modern music company. 

 Post-acquisition, the members 
of the UMG hierarchy—label heads 
Monte Lipman of Republic, John 
Janick of Interscope and Barnett, along 
with EVP/CFO Boyd Muir, Gerson, 
Anthony, EVP and Head of Global 
Communications Will Tanous, General 
Counsel/EVP of Business & Legal 
Affairs Jeff Harleston and EVP Digital 
Strategy Michael Nash—have expertly 
executed Grainge’s aggressive, A&R-
driven business philosophy.
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force—around 7,000 in all, spread over 60 
territories—Grainge has made it clear what 
their priorities should be. “We have liter-
ally thousands of people around the world 
whose responsibility, task, joy, is to get as 
much music to as many fans in as many 
ways as possible,” Grainge told the L.A. 
Times in 2014. “Music has been around a 
thousand years, and it’s going to be around 
for another thousand years. Human beings 
like rhythm. That’s why there is a future. 
It’s never going away.”

Three years later, in his Christmas 
letter to UMG staff, Grainge posited a 
broader agenda for UMG, one that values 
sociocultural progressiveness and philan-
thropic efforts right alongside profitabil-
ity. “Impressive commercial results and 
remarkable chart positions are not the only 
things that drive us,” he said. “Being the 
global market leader comes with responsi-
bility. We take that role seriously.” 

He then enumerated examples of this 

L
ipman really blossomed as a 
major-label head during the 
Grainge era, as his game came 
to be fully realized. The proof 
is in the points Republic has 
consistently been putting on 
the scoreboard. 

Janick, who took the reins 
of IGA at 34 after having 
great success with his indie 

label Fueled by Ramen, was mentored by 
Grainge and Jimmy Iovine, who handed 
over the keys to his talented protégé in 
2014. During his six years at IGA, Janick 
has emphasized the values of “artistry 
and entrepreneurship,” as he puts it, 
while maintaining the label’s momentum.

During our 2012 conversation, with 
the industry still peering up from a deep 
hole and pining for the good old days, 
which then seemed lost forever, Grainge 
stated, “I’m working tirelessly to create 
more music and to run a better music 

company so that we stop the declines, 
because declines aren’t acceptable.” 
Simple as that—he would simply not 
accept the prospect of a permanently 
shrunken music business. Six years later, 
the fruits of Grainge’s fiercely determined 
efforts are abundantly apparent.

Grainge is super-smart, very competi-
tive, aggressive and in it 24/7. One of the 
keys to his success has been his embrace 
of black music and culture, a fortuitous 
decision in that black music is dominat-
ing today’s ecosystem. His U.S. labels 
have all embraced the streaming culture 
in a big way. They all saw the writing on 
the wall and have pivoted in that direc-
tion big time. The recent naming of the 
savvy, entrepreneurial Paul Rosenberg, 
Eminem’s longtime manager, to head Def 
Jam, and the tapping of A&R-centric 
Island U.K. chief Darcus Beese to run the 
U.S. label are indicative of this strategy. 

As the commander of a massive work-
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values system in action: the more than $2 
million raised for the victims of the May 
2017 attack on Manchester concertgoers; 
the philanthropic initiative All Together 
Now, which targets “key areas of need 
across education, health and well-being, 
with a special tie to music and the arts”; 
the Accelerator Engagement Network, 
“a first-of-its-kind program that will 
support the next generation of entrepre-
neurs and promote the development of 
their innovative music startups”; and 
an industry-first partnership with USC 
Annenberg on its Annenberg Inclusion 
Initiative, whose purpose is to increase 
the representation of women and minori-
ties in the entertainment industry.

“The reality is this: When the business 
was experiencing double-digit declines, we 
didn’t dig a hole and hide; we invested—in 
new artists, in emerging markets, in new 
business models, new technologies and in 
local music from around the world. We 
didn’t lose faith. We just kept doing what 
we came here to do—work tirelessly on 
behalf of our artists.”

That commitment must be in 
Grainge’s DNA, because it’s also evi-
dent in the burgeoning career of his 
25-year-old son, Elliot, who founded 
and heads the TenThousand label 
and management company Strainge 
Entertainment, signing and devel-
oping hip-hop artists Trippie Redd 
and 6ix9ine. Dad stays current by 
tapping the sensibilities of Elliot and 
daughter Alice, 18, during the fam-
ily’s observation of the traditional 
Shabbat dinner on Friday nights.  

 In June 2017, Sir Lucian was 
honored as Media Person of the Year 
at Cannes Lions; he dedicated the 
award to his brother Nigel, who’d 
passed away just days earlier, as well as 
Universal’s artists, songwriters and his 
“incredible” team.

Like an English bulldog, Grainge 
has tenaciously guarded artists and 
the music they make. It all comes 
down to that, and in his mind it 
always will. The other fundamental 
aspect of Grainge’s character is  
that, for this lifelong fan of Arsenal 
FC, winning is the best feeling in  
the world, and losing is—here’s that  
word again—unacceptable. •
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